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The Value of Oral Histories Beyond Discovery and Preservation
Neil Guilbeau, Hillary Richardson, Nickoal Eichmann-Kalwara // Mississippi State University Libraries
Summary

Potential Challenges

Any library can become the heart of its community by reaching out through oral history
projects. Oral histories document and preserve social memory, and they strengthen the
connections between residents and the institutions that serve them. By engaging
participants for oral histories from all ethnic and socio-economic backgrounds, libraries
demonstrate that every voice matters, while promoting resources and garnering public
support. Mississippi State University Libraries is currently conducting two oral history
projects: the Starkville Civil Rights Project and the Mississippi Veterans Oral History
Project. Using these two projects as examples, we demonstrate how libraries can connect
to their communities, describe the methods and resources needed to undertake an oral
history project, and list the beneﬁts of creating oral histories in the library.

Obtaining copyright and permissions

Guidelines
Here are some steps and best practices for launching an oral history project in your library.
Scope : Identify your scope and/or research question(s)
• Will these interviews ﬁll in gaps within the historical record and your library
collections?
• What topics and issues are important and applicable to community?
• Social, political, environmental, economic, etc.
• Unique and everyday stories: the mundane can still be extraordinary!
Resources: Based on the scope of your project, identify supplies, travel,
personnel, and funding.
• Will you need funding?
• Where: Public Aﬀairs, IMLS, board of directors/regents, IHL
• How: Writing proposals, plans, grants, justiﬁcations
• What supplies and equipment are necessary?
• Essential: Recording device, physical and digital storage, computer
• Optimal: Video and photo cameras, microphones, software (editing;
transcription), hard drive or cloud storage space, server space, DVDs,
portable scanners, lighting, backdrops, archival shelf space,
transcription pedals
• What time and personnel will you need?
• Conducting interviews
• Travel time
• Transcribing
• Editing recordings
• Processing, cataloging, preserving and publishing your collection
Interview: Identify potential people to interview, prepare and record their stories.
• Create a list of potential participants
• Garner interest, participation, and support among these participants
• Network to connect to interviewees through civic organizations, local
libraries, social media, listservs, word of mouth, telephone books,
news venues (TV, newspaper, radio)
• Schedule meetings in a quiet space
• Get signed permissions forms from interviewees
Promote: Share and highlight oral history collections.
• Host events that involve the community
• Attend and present at conferences
• Publicize through media, including print, digital, social, and
word-of-mouth
• Develop projects and exhibits for display, teaching, and research
• Publish in scholarly venues and newsletters

Projects
Mississippi Veterans Oral History Project

• Good copyright policies for oral histories allow interviewees to retain ownership of the
interview while giving you permissions to edit (minimally), create derivatives, and publicly
disseminate the interview. They also consider potential uses of interview materials.
• Ask permission to create audio, video, or still image recordings of the interviewee.
• Be clear that the interviewee can maintain their conﬁdentiality if they choose to do so.

• Focuses on Mississippi war veterans,
1941-present, including service during:
• World War II
• Korean War
• Vietnam War
• Wars in Iraq and Afghanistan
• Peacetime Periods

Maintaining communication with interviewees
• Create a Biographical From to collect contact information (phone, address, email, etc.)
and retain it for your records. This information will help you send thank you notes, copies
of their interview, and keep in touch, should the interviewee want to refer you to others.

• Includes digitally recorded video, audio,
and photographs
• Available to researchers in-person at
MSU Libraries’ Special Collections
• Planned ingest into MSU Libraries’ digital
collections archives

Handling redactions
• Be prepared to honor redaction requests after you complete interviews.
• Write a statement about redactions in the permission form to inform that this is an option.
Accounting for reliability and problems of memory
• Memories are not 100% reliable, and interviewers should keep in mind that their stories
oﬀer a single perspective. The more perspectives, the better!
• Take copious notes during interviews, and follow up as you are able to investigate certain
claims. Pairing oral histories with critical secondary and primary sources will enrich and
contextualize your collections.

‘A Shaky Truce’:
Starkville Civil Rights Struggles, 1960-1980
• http://starkvillecivilrights.msstate.edu
• Shares voices of civil rights participants
through oral history interviews
• Highlights signiﬁcant archival materials at
MSU Libraries
• Illustrates discursive diﬀerences between
“town and gown,” past and present
• Supports teaching and research
• Serves as form of social justice activism
• Community Forum: October 29, 2015
• Funding: $5,500 from the IMLS and
Mississippi Humanities Council

Making editorial decisions about transcriptions
• It is important to maintain the integrity of the interviewee’s voice, but you also have to
consider those who will be reading the transcripts. Find a balance between including
each word/sound that the interviewee utters in order to truly represent their voice, and
make minimal edits to exclude certain “uhs,” speech impediments, etc. for readability.
Preserving raw and editied materials
• Space is an issue for storing and preserving interview materials. Ensure that you have the
means to maintain storage for boxes of materials and several hundred gigabytes of data.
• As a back-up, keep the raw footage in addition to the edited footage.

Beneﬁts
Builds relationships with community
• Oral histories are unique because even though you are collecting and displaying them,
they still belong to the people who you interviewed. In eﬀect, you are creating
relationships with people by adding their materials to your library’s holdings.
• Sharing and displaying people’s stories will create a shared consciousness between you,
your library, and the community members around you.
Generates cultural and monetary currency with volunteers and community support of library
• By adding community voices to the library holdings, community members may begin to
feel greater ownership within their libraries. Continuing to honor these collections with
exhibits, events, and publications will maintain that sentiment.
• Some community members may honor that ownership with monetary donations or
intangible investments, such as advocacy and volunteer hours. This may also create a
sense of investment in other library collections, which will lead to increased usage of
library resources, and it may open doors for future donations and collections.
Builds upon local history knowledge and skill sets
• Librarians and others involved will learn practical skills, such as documentary editing,
video/audio editing, and transcription. If the oral histories will be ingested into an online
environment, this will contribute to cultivating digital literacy.
• Investigating local stories also provides invaluable knowledge about one’s community
history. Local libraries with genealogical collections, local newspapers, or oﬃcial
documents can pair these collections to continue that knowledge creation.

Resources
Yow, Valerie. (2005). Recording Oral History: A Guide for the Humanities and Social Sciences.
Walnut Creek, CA: AltaMira Press.
Oral History Association, www.oralhistory.org
Center for Oral History and Cultural Heritage, University of Southern Mississippi,
www.usm.edu/oral-history/resource-page
American Family History and Folklife Online Resource, Library of Congress.,
www.loc.gov/folklife/familyfolklife/
American Folklife Center, Civil Rights Oral History Project,
www.loc.gov/collection/civil-rights-history-project/
American Folklide Center, Veterans History Project, www.loc.gov/vets/
Southern Oral History Program, University of North Carolina, Chapel Hill, sohp.org
Eyes on the Prize, Oral History Recording Toolkit.
media.wfyi.org/pdfs/oralhistoryprojecttoolkit.pdf
Oral History in the Digital Age, http://ohda.matrix.msu.edu/

Neil Guilbeau // Assistant Professor, Coordinator of University Archives & Mississippiana // nguilbeau@library.msstate.edu
Hillary Richardson // Assistant Professor, Humanitiies & Honors College Librarian // hrichardson@library.msstate.edu
Nickoal Eichmann-Kalwara :// Assistant Professor, History Research Librarian // neichmann@library.msstate.edu

doi: 10.6084/m9.ﬁgshare.4003365

